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The use of woody species in northern Benin

Robert Sieglstetter, Karen Hahn & Rüdiger Wittig
Summary: The use of woody species of rural populations in Northern Benin was investigated by semi-structured and open 
interviews. Of the 129 woody species found in the area, 124 (96%) were mentioned to be used as firewood, for house and 
furniture construction or preparation of tools, for alimentation, in traditional medicine  and/or for other purposes. Our study 
confirms and underlines the high importance of non timber forest products (NTFPs) for the local population
Keywords: Atakora, Ditamari, ethnobotany, firewood, forest products, traditional medicine, pharmacy, savannah, Sudanian 
zone, Wama 
L'utilisation des espèces ligneuses au nord du Benin

Résumé: L'utilisation des espèces ligneuses par les populations rurales du Nord Benin a été étudiée, moyennant des inter-
views semi-structurés et ouverts. Parmi les 129 espèces qui ont été trouvées dans la région, 124 (96%) ont été mentionnées 
comme utilisées, comme bois de chauffe, pour la construction de maisons ou meubles, pour la fabrication d'outils, pour 
l'alimentation, dans la médecine traditionelle et/ou pour une autre cause. Notre étude confirme et souligne la grande im-
portance des produits forestiers non ligneux (PFNL) pour les populations locales.
Mots clés: Atakora, Ditamari, bois de chauffe, ethnobotanique, produits forestieres, médicine traditionelle, pharmacie, savan-
nah, zone Soudanienne, Wama
Die Nutzung von Gehölzen in Nord-Benin

Zusammenfassung: Mit halbstrukturierten und offenen Interviews wurde die Nutzung von Gehölzpflanzen in Nord-Benin 
untersucht. Von den 129 Gehölzen, die im Gebiet gefunden wurden, werden 124 (96%) genutzt als Feuerholz, für die Kon-
struktion von Häusern, Möbeln oder Werkzeugen, für die Ernährung, für die traditionelle Medizin und/ oder andere Zwecke. 
Unsere Untersuchung unterstreicht damit die große Bedeutung von Gehölzpflanzen für die einheimische Bevölkerung.
Schlagworte: Atakora, Ditamari, Brennholz, Ethnobotanik, Holznutzung, traditionelle Medizin, Pharmazie, Savanne, Sudan-
zone, Wama

1 Introduction

Human survival and well-being are highly dependent on na-
ture e.g., Costanza & Daly, 1992; Costanza et al., 1997; 
Myers & Reichert, 1997). Although this statement is true 
for all regions of the world, it is particularly relevant in the 
rural population of the so-called developing countries. In 
these regions, the relationships between people and nature 
are much more direct than in industrialised countries. The 
first step towards an understanding of these close relation-
ships and dependencies is the documentation of the services 
obtained from nature. Accordingly, this paper presents an 
overview on the use of woody species by the local populati-
on in the Atakora region of Benin.

2 Area of investigation

Our study area (Fig. 1) was located in northern Benin (in the 
department of Atakora), which phytogeographically belongs 
to the southern Sudanian zone. This zone is characterised by 
the annual alternation of the dry and wet seasons. The wet 
season extends from May through November (annual rain-
fall ca. 1,300 mm/m²). The mean annual temperature is 27 
°C. The vegetation is primarily the result of the prevailing 
type of agriculture, i.e., of shifting cultivation. After several 
years of tillage, the cleared fields lie fallow for 6 to 15 ye-
ars. This practice creates a mosaic of recent and fallow crop 
fields that resembles a savannah landscape. According to 
Sturm (1994), deciduous dry forests represent the potential 
natural vegetation of the area.

Within the Atakora department, we selected three villages, 
Kounadorgou, Péperkou and Tipéti, for our investigation. 
The dominant ethnic group in Kounadorgou and Tipéti is the 
Ditamari (or Bétamaribé), whereas Péperkou is a village of 
the Wama.

3 Methods

During 2000 and 2001, randomly but group-specifically 
(see below), questionnaires were administered in interviews 
with selected inhabitants of the three villages. The collection 
of fuel wood is a task for women. The use of wood for the 
construction of houses, furniture and tools is a male area of 
expertise. Therefore, in view of this differentiation in exper-
tise, only the members of the expert group were considered 
in each case. Equal percentages of men and women were 
interviewed regarding the use of woody plants for medici-
nal purposes. In addition, we conducted semi-structured and 
open interviews (Martin 1995, Schnell et al. 1988).

One year before beginning the survey, the first author of this 
paper spent three months in the area and visited all of the 
villages several times to gain the trust of the people. In the 
years during which the interviews were conducted, he lived 
in one of the villages from January through March. Further-
more, to ensure the accuracy of the species names provided 
by the interviewees, the local names of the species were do-
cumented and cross-checked (Cunningham 2001).
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The keys and descriptions of Brunel et al. (1984), Geer-
ling (1982) and Hutchinson et al. (1954) were used for 
species determinations. The results of these analyses were 
confirmed in the Herbaria of the Senckenberg Museum, 
Frankfurt, and the Botanical Museum, Dahlem, Berlin. The 
herbarium specimens were deposited at FR.

4 Results

Of the 130 woody species found in the area, 124 (Table 1) 
were mentioned by the interviewees as sources of firewood, 
as materials for the construction of houses and furniture or 
the preparation of tools, as food sources, and/or as plants 
used in traditional medicine. In all, 43 species are used as 
firewood. However, they are not all equally appreciated. 17 
of these species are considered to be of good quality. Of the-
se species, seven are used to produce charcoal. For construc-
tion and other “technical” applications (including the prepa-
ration of spoons), 30 species are preferentially used. Parts 
(primarily the fruits or seeds, more rarely the leaves, very 
rarely the roots and in one case the flowers: Table 1) of 41 
species are eaten or applied as spices. A pharmaceutical use 
was cited for 71 species. Eleven species are used for magi-

cal ceremonies, seven for magical ceremonies, four as pa-
ckaging materials and one as colouring matter.

5 Discussion and Conclusions

Our study confirms and underscores the great importance 
of forest products (NTPs) to local populations in Africa. 
This significance was also documented by others (Caven-
dish 2002, Kristensen & Balslev 2003, Lykke et al. 2004, 
Schumann et al. 2010, Bundschuh et al. 2011). Heubach 
et al. (2011) showed that NTFPs contributed substantially to 
the income of two other villages in the Atakora region. Ho-
wever, due to climate and land use changes impacting West 
African savannahs (Hahn-Hadjali & Thiombiano 2000, 
IPCC 2007, Sala et al. 2000, Wittig et al. 2007), the avai-
lability and sustainable use of these ecosystem services are 
endangered. The security of the rural livelihoods dependent 
on these services is likewise threatened. We hope that our 
striking documentation of the high importance of the use of 
woody species will help to prevent the West African savan-
nah from complete conversion to an impoverished lands-
cape dominated by agro-industrial use.

Fig. 1: Study area and location of the investigated villages/ Zone d’étude et position des villages investigés/ Untersuchungsgebiet
  und Lage der untersuchten Dörfer
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Table / Tableau / Tabelle 1: The use of woody species / l´utilisation des especes lingneuxes / die Nutzung von Holzpflanzen

Species Fw L & T Aliment. Ph H Magic Other
Acacia dudgeonii + Z
Acacia hockii + Z
Adansonia digitata L,S,F +
Afzelia africana + + I
Albizia zygia 0 +
Allophyllus cobbe +
Anacardium occidentale 0 F,S
Annona senegalensis F,L + +
Anogeissus leiocarpa + F
Anthocleista nobilis +
Azadirachta indica +
Baissea multiflora c.f. L
Balanites aegyptiaca +
Bambusa vulgaris +
Berlinia grandiflora + L
Blighia sapida F + +
Bombax costatum B +
Borassus aethiopium S + + M
Breonadia salicina +
Bridelia ferruginea + F
Bridelia scleroneura F
Burkea africana +, C +
Byrsocarpus coccineus +
Canthium multiflorum C
Canthium venosum + F
Cassia sieberiana + +
Ceiba pentandra +
Citrus spec. F +
Clematis hirsuta +
Cochlospermum tinctorium R
Combretum collinum + +
Combretum fragrans 0 +
Combretum molle + +
Combretum nigricans
Commiphora excelsa +
Crossopteryx febrifuga +, C + +
Cussonia barteri +
Daniella oliveri + +
Detarium microcarpum + F +
Dichrostachys cinerea 0 + + + Z
Dioscorea dumetorum R
Dioscorea togoensis R
Diospyros mespiliformis + F
Ekebergia senegalensis 0
Entada africana +, C +
Erythrina senegalensis +
Erythrophleum africanum +, C + G
Euphorbia unispina + +
Fadogia agrestis F +
Fadogia erythrophloea 0 +
Ficus capensis + F
Ficus gnaphalocarpa F
Garcinia ovalifolia + F +
Gardenia aqualla +
Gardenia erubescens 0 F + + Z
Gardenia tenuifolia +
Grewia bicolor 0 F
Grewia cissoides F
Grewia mollis 0 F
Haematostaphis barteri F +

Hexalobus monopetalus 0 + F R
Hymenocardia acida 0 + L,S,F +
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Species Fw L & T Aliment. Ph H Magic Other
Isoberlinia doca + + + P
Isoberlinia tomentosa 0 + P
Khaya senegalensis 0 + +
Lannea acida 0 F +
Lannea microcarpa F
Lophira lanceolata + S +
Mangifera indica F +
Manilkara multinervis 0 + +
Margaritaria discoidea 0
Maytenus senegalensis +
Monotes kerstingii + + +
Nauclea latifolia F +
Ochna schweinfurthiana +
Oncoba spinosa
Opilia celtidifolia +
Oxytenanthera abyssinica + +
Ozoroa insignis S
Parinari curatellifolia 0 +
Parkia biglobosa 0 F
Paullinia pinnata F +
Pavetta crassipes +
Pentadesma butyracea + + S
Pericopsis laxiflora +, C + +
Phyllanthus muellerianus 0 F +
Piliostigma thonningii + P,R
Prosopis africana + +
Protea madensis +
Pseudocedrela kotschii 0
Psorospermum senegalense + +
Pteleopsis suberosa + + R
Pterocarpus erinaceus +, C + +
Pterocarpus santalinoides F
Quassia undulata +
Rhaphia sudanica + S +
Sclerocayia birrea F
Securidaca longepedunculata +
Securinega virosa + M,I
Smilax kraussiana +
Steganotaenia araliacea + +
Sterculia setigera S + +
Stereospermum kuntianum +
Strophanthus sarmentosus + G
Strychnos innocua +
Strychnos spinosa F + I
Swartzia madagascariensis 0 +
Syzygium guineense 0 +
Tamarindus indica F +
Tapinanthus bangwensis +
Tapinanthus dodoneifolius +
Terminalia avicennioides 0
Terminalia glaucescens + + + +
Terminalia laxiflora 0
Tricalysia chevalieri +
Trichilia emetica +
Uapaca togoensis +, C + P
Vitellaria paradoxa 0 S + +
Vitex doniana F
Vitex simplicifolia 0 F
Ximenia americana R +
Zanha golungensis +
Zanthoxylum zanthoxyloides R +
Ziziphus mucronata +

Fw Firewood: + preferred, 0 also used, C Charcoal production,	
L&T Lumber and tools
Aliment. Alimentation: B Flowers, F Fruits, L Leaves, R Roots, S Seeds
Ph Pharmacy, traditional medicine 	

H Hygiene
Magic used in magical ceremonies				  
Others: C Coloration, F Fishing, G Poison, I Musical Instruments,  M Mats, 
P Packaging Material, R Ropes, S Spears, Z Fencing
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